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Service–learning project provides 
students with opportunity to give back

Changing the
Perception of Poverty
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about poverty that Jaber-Wilson 
saw in many of her students. 
When Jaber-Wilson first began 
teaching social work classes 
four years ago, it quickly became 
evident that many students were 
unaware of the poverty in their 
own communities, and in some 
cases carried generalized negative 
stereotypes of the homeless or 
impoverished. 
 
While the culture of poverty was 
a topic covered in the class, the 
attitude that those in poverty had 
done something to deserve it or 
simply needed to work harder 

was pervasive. Jaber-Wilson  
wondered “How do I make this 
real?” and was drawn to the St. 
Vincent de Paul Society in the 
attempt to encourage her  
students to embrace volunteering. 
 
“Ashly Garner, who is currently in 
our Career & Graduate Services 
Department, was the Vista  
volunteer and our Service–
Learning Coordinator at the time,” 
Jaber-Wilson says. “She made the 
initial connection with St. Vincent 
de Paul and helped to coordinate 
a meeting between me, associate 
professor [of theology] Dr.  
Michael Ketterhagen and the 
agency. Michael also does service 
learning with St. Vincent de Paul, 

but not the home visiting part.  
I thought the home visiting  
opportunity would provide  
students with exposure to poverty 
in our community as well as to 
the basic skills of engagement 
necessary for social work.”
 
Because of this partnership, 
students were now required 
to participate in the process of 
helping those in need and started 
having eye-opening experiences 
about just how real poverty is for 
so many.
 
Jaber-Wilson’s students are  

partnered with volunteers 
from St. Vincent de Paul’s 
call center and accompany 
those volunteers to the 
homes of people who  
call in for assistance.  
The students are  
expected to behave 
professionally and respect 
the time of the other 
volunteers and over time 
they develop a sense of 
urgency in connecting 
with their call center  

partners. After the first home visit 
students often recognize the  
reality of poverty and begin  
connecting classroom material to 
real-life situations. 
 
Seeing their curriculum come 
to life often leads students into 
intense discussions and debate. 
After having the classroom-to-field 
experience many students realize 
or affirm their passion and skill for 
helping people. Many non-social 
work majors are able to apply a 
new perspective to their areas of 
study, such as the criminal justice 
students who now “see people as 
 people and not as the crimes 
they commit,” according to  
Jaber-Wilson. 

From a young age, Professor Leslie 
Jaber-Wilson of Marian’s social 
work program fought for the 
underdog. In her Social Work 101: 
Introduction to Social Work and 
Human Services class, she’s  
inspiring others to take up that 
fight as well. With a unique 
service–learning project that is in 
its third year, students are  
required to come out from behind 
their textbooks for a look at the 
reality of poverty — and what 
they can do to change it. 
 
“I knew from the age of eight that 
I would be in some career where I 
was serving people,” Jaber-
Wilson says. “My heart 
would break whenever I 
saw any of my classmates 
mistreated, made fun of or 
bullied. I believe strongly 
that all members of our 
society should be treated 
with respect and dignity 
and should have access 
to equal opportunities to 
achieve their dreams.”
 
As an intro course for social 
work majors and a core class for 
liberal arts, the students who 
come through Jaber-Wilson’s 101 
classes typically range from  
freshmen who plan to pursue  
a career in social work to senior 
students from other majors who 
need the class to graduate. No 
matter what their background or 
their future plans are, nearly all  
of the students find a new 
perspective on the situation of 
poverty by the end of the  
semester, thanks to the class’ 
required service project.
 
The project, which partners 
students with volunteers from St. 
Vincent de Paul’s call center, was 
inspired by the unrealistic attitude 

“When I first started this project,  
I had hoped that it would bring  

the course material to life,  
exposing students to how the  

material relates to the real world of 
social services,” Jaber-Wilson says.  
“I had no idea that it would impact 

students so profoundly.”
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“When I first started this  
project, I had hoped that it would 
bring the course material to life, 
exposing students to how the 
material relates to the real world 
of social services,” Jaber-Wilson 
says.  “I had no idea that it would 
impact students so profoundly. 
Many students’ views of poverty 
changed dramatically from  
thinking the poor were lazy, drug 
using, unskilled cheaters of the 
system to realizing that people 
who live in poverty in Fond du Lac 
are often young adults just like 
them, single mothers who work 
multiple jobs and can’t make ends 
meet, domestic violence survivors 
or people with disabilities.” 

The class and its accompanying 
project have inspired many  
students to continue with  
volunteer efforts, whether with 
St. Vincent de Paul or with other 
charitable organizations, and the 
class itself has grown in size  
because of the positive student 
reaction. As an educator,  
Jaber-Wilson sees this as a 
success for both her class and for 
the social work program.

“I love to see people get it, to 
see that light bulb going on, that 
‘this is what I’m dying to do,’” she 
says. “I have a range of students 
in this class, from freshmen to 
senior and every major. For some 
it resulted in a change in major to 
social work, when they realized 
this was really how they wanted 
to impact the world. For others, it 
inspired them to greater service 
to the community and to our own 
campus community.”

When students are also exposed 
to people living in poverty who are 
their own age, it often makes the 

experience hit that much closer to 
home. Marian sophomore Trevor 
St. John, who was in Jaber- 
Wilson’s fall 2011 class, saw his 
perception of the Fond du Lac 
area completely changed by the 
stories he heard while volunteer-
ing at the call center.

“Initially, I felt that the project was 
more a chore that had to be done 
as a requirement for the class,”  
St. John says. “But the  
experience was eye-opening for 
me, and it became a project that 
I was willing to do simply out of 
concern for people, and not just 
another assignment for class.”

St. John is not a social work  
major, but still carries his 101  
experience with him as he  
interacts with others every day.

“This experience definitely  
affected how I look at people, and 

the community as a whole,” St. 
John says. “By engaging in this 
project, I have noticed in myself 
a greater compassion for people 
and for the problems in the  
community that are often  
overlooked or underestimated on 
the surface.”

Aside from making the connection 
between their studies and actual 
situations, students also develop 
close relationships with their  
volunteer mentors and often  
continue to keep in touch after  
the project is over. The  
compassion and community 
connections learned by St. John 
and the rest of Jaber-Wilson’s 
students fit with the core values 
promoted by Marian and, even 
more importantly, with the skills 
and ideas needed to make  
a positive social change long  
after their university education 
ends. n 

Volunteer Jeanette Thelen trains Social Work 101 student Danica Dins ‘14 at the call center.


